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Abstract 
Young adults are over-represented in motor vehicle crashes and the carrying of same 
passengers puts them at greater risk of crashing. The current study examined 
characteristics of the passengers who might play a positive role in reducing friends’ 
crashes by actively engaging in strategies to protect such friends. A psychosocial 
3 
 
theoretical model of prosocial behavior including self-process and contextual cues 
explained intervening behavior among primarily novice driver college students (n=242) 
with the exception of the self-process, perspective taking. The results of this study provide 
support for countermeasure development that accounts for the positive role of peers to 
increase road safety, and reduce the incidence of crashes, among young adults. 
Keywords: college student, positive behavior, passenger, motor vehicle crashes 
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1. Introduction 
 
Young adults are significantly overrepresented among those killed or seriously injured 
in motor vehicle crashes (NHTSA, 2008). Studies have shown that the presence of young 
passengers with a young driver increases the likelihood of crashes (e.g., Chen et al., 2000: 
Lam et al., 2003) and the risk increases further with the number of same-age peer 
passengers to around three times the risk with two or more teenage peers (NHTSA, 2012). 
The high rates of young adult injuries and fatalities suggest the influence of peer 
passengers on young driver behavior is an area in need of attention. The current study 
focuses on a young driver and a novice driver by age, those 17 to 25 years representing 
those at elevated risk of a crash. 
 
1.1 Positive social influence of young adult peers 
 
In many other jurisdictions a graduated licensing system (GLS) includes a peer 
passenger restrictions component to improve road safety among young drivers (see 
Williams & Shults, 2010).  Williams et al. (2007) however suggest that legislative 
approaches to restricting the number of passengers of young drivers should accompany 
other road safety initiatives, with a view to changing in-vehicle attitudes and behavior in a 
protective or beneficial way. As young adults’ attitudes and values are particularly 
susceptible to the influence of their friends (Padilla-Walker and Bean, 2009), peer values 
on safe driving are likely to have a positive influence on the behavior and attitudes of 
young drivers (Ulleberg, 2004). Developing road safety strategies aimed at young adult 
peer passengers that facilitate positive social influence regarding safe driving practices, 
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may encourage young adults to intervene in risky driving and motivate young drivers to 
engage in safer driving behaviors to protect themselves and their peers. 
 
1.2 Intervening behavior of young adult passengers’ 
 
Few studies have examined whether the influence of peers may potentially have a 
positive influence on young driver behavior (Williams et al., 2007). While there is some 
evidence in the drink driving context of young passenger intervening, this has primarily 
focused on the context of the intervention. For example, knowing the driver well, having a 
conversation that encouraged intervention, perceiving the driver required assistance 
(Newcomb et al., 1991) and perceiving danger (Wolfinger et al., 1994) have predicted 
intervening in an alcohol and driving context. In one contrasting study, Ulleberg (2004) 
focused on understanding the individual, albeit in an atheoretical manner. He found those 
with little efficacy, a concept described as being powerless to influence the drivers’ 
behavior and males were less willing to speak out when they were feeling unsafe. Further 
males reported higher levels of discomfort in unsafe situations they did however were 
more tolerant of risky driving than the females and less willing to speak up. There is thus 
potential for a theoretical framework to be tested to explain young adult passengers’ 
intervening across different driving situations.  
 
1.3 Factors that influence young adults’ intervening behavior 
 
With greater understanding of the factors that influence young adult passengers’ 
willingness to actively intervene in unsafe driving behavior, new road safety strategies can 
focus on promoting a constructive role for passengers to positively influence the behavior 
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of young drivers.  In this study, a theoretical model that has been used to explain prosocial 
behavior is applied (see Wentzel et al., 2007). Although previously used to explain helping 
and volunteering the outcome similarly reflects  concern for the welfare of others, and 
acting in a way that is beneficial to the other (Barry and Wentzel, 2006; Eisenberg et al., 
2001). This study thus expands the use of the model to willingness of passengers to 
intervene, a behaviour that has both benefits to self and others.  The model is includes both 
self-process and contextual cues (see Figure 1).  
 
1.3.1 Self-processes 
Self-processes are internal cognitive and affective processes (Wentzel et al., 2007). An 
ability to understand and accept another’s cognitive and/or emotional state, known as 
perspective taking is included. Young adults’ ability to engage in perspective taking has 
been linked to greater empathy and altruistic behavior (Eisenberg et al., 2001) and may 
reflect an ability to recognise the driver needs assistance. Newcomb et al. (1991) found that 
in the drink driving context (without the potential intervener being a passenger) that 
perceived need for help predicted intervening. While a separate measure of empathy is 
included in the original Wentzel et al. (2007) model to predict prosocial behavior it 
correlated highly with perspective taking and was not added to the model tested in the 
current study. As a measure of ability to experience the affective (rather than also 
cognitive) state of others, such a factor  may assist in the kind of intervention (ie taking on 
board the drivers’ affect) however the inclusion of cognitive and affective understanding of 
others through perspective taking was thought to be most relevant where the outcome has 
potential benefits that do not solely focus on the other. 
Also included in the model is, efficacy, which suggests a confidence in one’s ability to 
influence outcomes (Robinson et al., 1991). Ulleberg (2004) found young adult males 
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perceive more negative consequences of addressing unsafe driving, which may include 
becoming unpopular or creating conflict, and are less confident in their ability to influence 
how others drive. Consequently, young adult passengers with greater confidence may 
perceive efficacy to intervene and speak out against unsafe driving, particularly if they 
perceive risky driving as the norm among peers. 
Young adults have a high need to be socially accepted and are prone to be influenced by 
peer behavior (Arnett, 2002). Accordingly, self-esteem or perceived self-value can 
influence how young adults behave with peers (Padilla-Walker and Bean, 2009) and may 
thus be associated with young adults’ willingness to express their concerns about risky 
driving behavior.  Indeed, Newcomb et al. (1991) found that an image of one’s self as 
someone who does help was associated with intervening in a drink driving context. The 
framework used to explain prosocial behavior included a construct of depressive affect. 
The original rationale being it represented concern for positive evaluation as evident with 
adolescents who experience relatively high level of depression (Wentzel et al., 2007).  
However with the current target to understand likely intervening as passenger, a behavior 
which represents potential but not necessarily imminent danger a value of self relative to 
others reflecting more the concern for positive evaluation rather than sadness was 
considered more appropriate. 
  
1.3.2 Contextual cues  
In addition to self-processes, the Wenzel et al. (2007) model integrated contextual cues; 
characteristics of social norms concerning perceptions and expectations of appropriate and 
inappropriate values, beliefs, attitudes and behavior that coordinate interactions with 
others, such as expectations from peers (Juarez et al., 2006; Wentzel et al., 2007) and 
perception of risk (Machin and Sankey, 2008).  
8 
 
Young adults have a high need for social acceptance and are attuned to the behavior and 
interactions among their peers, and therefore often adjust or adapt their social performance 
to fit in (Markiewicz et al., 2001). Accordingly, peer expectations about safe driving 
practices may influence the likelihood of young adult passengers’ willingness to confront 
unsafe driving. For example, young adults who perceive their peers to value safe driving 
may be more inclined to speak out against unsafe driving. 
Risk perception or subjective experience of risk or danger, may occur in potentially 
unsafe driving situations (Machin and Sankey, 2008). Research involving young adults has 
found risk perception to have a negative relationship with risky behavior, indicating a 
higher level of perceived risk of a particular behavior is associated with a lower tendency 
of engaging in that behavior (Reyna and Farley, 2006). Young adults with high levels of 
risk perception may therefore be more likely to intervene in risky driving situations. 
Ulleberg (2004) found young adults who reported a higher level of perceived risk of being 
involved in a crash was associated with a greater willingness to address unsafe driving.  
 
1.4 The current study  
 
The present study aimed to examine the framework of Wentzel (2007) of self-processes 
and contextual factors to explain young adult passengers’ intervening behavior (i.e. 
speaking out against risky or unsafe driving). The research provides an opportunity to 
expand the outcomes that have previously been applied to the model to include likely 
passenger intervening. Given the potential safety role that passengers can enact to improve 
young adult road safety, understanding such individuals can be used to inform intervention 
and road safety promotion strategies. As guided by the Wentzel et al. (2007) model, the it 
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is hypothesised that after statistically controlling for demographic factors that self-
processes and contextual cues explain young adult passengers’ intervening behavior.  
 
2. Method 
 
2.1  Participants  
 
Participants included 242 students aged 17 to 25 years from a University in Queensland 
who received course credit for participation in a psychology course. Only the cohort of 
those enrolled in the course was invited to take part. There were 193 (80%) females and 49 
(20%) males, consistent with the proportion of those enrolled in the course. The mean age 
of participants was 18.90 (SD = 1.93). Two participants were later excluded from the 
analyses for failing to answer multiple items on each scale.  
 
2.2 Procedure & Measures 
 
Pen-and-paper questionnaires were distributed during lectures and collected one week 
later. The questionnaire booklet took approximately 20 minutes. All scales had good 
internal consistency, Cronbach’s alpha ranging from .75-.84. 
 
2.2.1 Demographics 
Demographic questions included participants’ age, gender, licence type, driving 
experience and passenger experience. To assess passenger experience, participants were 
asked to rate on a 5-point Likert scale from (1) rarely to (5) almost all the time, “How 
often in the past 12 months have you been a passenger in a car with a young driver (17-25 
10 
 
years) who is your friend?” with total score coded as ‘rarely’ or ‘often’. Driving experience 
was measured by number of months of licensure (excluding the learner phase). 
 
2.2.2 Intervening  
Self-reported intervening behavior was measured in the context of being a passenger 
using Ulleberg’s (2004) three item measure of speaking out behavior (e.g.,” I would speak 
out if I thought my friend was driving too fast”) and an additional three items were added 
by the authors to represent non-verbal options and used the same format as the items from 
Ulleberg (e.g., “I would do something to try and stop my friend if they were driving too 
fast”) using a 5-point Likert scale. One negative item was reversed scored (i.e. “I would 
refrain from speaking out if I thought my friend was speeding or driving recklessly”).  
 
2.2.3 Psychosocial and contextual factors  
To measure psychosocial and contextual factors item responses (scored on a 5-point 
Likert scale from (1) “strongly disagree” to (5) “strongly agree”) were summed to produce 
total scores (except self-esteem and perspective taking).  
The seven item perspective taking subscale from the Davis Interpersonal Reactivity 
Index (Davis, 1983) was used to measure young adults’ self-reported cognitive and 
affective perspective of others (e.g., “I find it difficult to see things from other people’s 
point of view”). All items were rated on a four-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “not 
true about you” to (4) “very true about you”. Negative items were reversed scored. Higher 
scores on this scale reflected a stronger tendency to accept the psychological viewpoint of 
others.  
To assess efficacy, Ulleberg’s (2004) four item meaure was used. The items reflect  
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confidence in ability to influence friends’ driving and when reverse scored reflect lack 
of efficacy (e.g., “There is very little I can do to prevent others from driving recklessly”). 
A high score on this scale indicated a sense of greater efficacy to influence the outcome of 
others’ driving.  
Participants’ overall self-esteem was measured using the ten item Rosenberg (1965) 
Self-Esteem Scale (e.g., “On the whole, I am satisfied with myself”). Items were scored on 
a four-point Likert scale ranging from (1) “strongly disagree” to (4) “strongly agree”. 
Negative items were reversed coded. All items were recoded to range from 0 to 3 to enable 
a total score between 0 and 30, where higher scores indicated greater self-esteem.  
The four item expectations from peers scale was developed for this study using pilot 
data, including focus group research examining adolescents’ willingness to intervene  and 
additional work examining how young people understood expectations (Buckley & 
Sheehan, 2010). This scale measured participants’ perceptions of what their friends’ would 
expect regarding intervening in unsafe driving situations (e.g., “My friends expect me to 
try and stop the driver’s unsafe behavior”). The items were summed to produce a total 
score with higher scores corresponding to stronger participants’ perceptions that their peers 
would expect them to try and stop the young driver’s unsafe behavior.  
Participants’ perception of the risk of being injured in a traffic accident was measured 
using Ulleberg and Rundmo’s (2002) three item risk of accident scale (e.g., “Drink driving 
is not as risky as people think it is”). Scores on this scale were reversed so that higher 
scores reflected a greater concern of being injured in a motor vehicle crash and total score 
coded dichotomously as high or low risk perception.  
 
3. Results 
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3.1 Descriptive analysis of the data 
 
The majority of participants reported they were ‘often’ a passenger (76%). Just over 
half of the participants (58%) had held a driving licence for 6 months or more and two 
thirds of participants (66%) reported they perceived a high risk of being injured in a motor 
vehicle accident.  
Bivariate correlations are presented in Table 1. Intervening behavior was positively 
correlated with three independent variables including self-esteem (r = .23, p < .01), 
perception of risk (r = .27, p < .01), and expectations from peers (r = .45, p < .01).  
An independent samples t-test to compare gender and intervening behavior revealed a 
significant difference in scores for intervening behavior of females (M = 25.20, SD = 3.08) 
compared with males (M = 23.85, SD = 3.70); t (238) = -2.60, p = .01, although the 
magnitude of the differences in the means (mean difference = -1.34, 95% CI: -2.36 to -
0.32) was small (r = 0.17).  
 
3.2 Analysis to predict young adult passengers’ intervening behavior 
 
A HMR was performed to predict young adult passengers’ intervening behavior. 
Demographic variables were entered in the first step (gender, driving experience and 
passenger experience). Self-process variables (perspective taking, efficacy and self-esteem) 
together with the contextual cue variables (expectation from peers and perception of risk) 
were entered in the second step.  
As shown in Table 2, the overall model was significant, F (8, 229) = 14.77, p < .001, 
explaining 34% of the variance. The first step explained 3% of the variance in young adult 
passengers’ intervening behavior, R2 = .03, F (3, 234) = 2.69, p = .047. The second step 
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explained an additional 31% of the variance in young adult passengers’ intervening 
behavior, after controlling for demographic variables, R2 = .31, F (5, 229) = 21.32, p < 
.001.  
As presented in Table 2, gender was the only significant predictor in step 1, β = .16, p = 
.01. In the second step of the model, self-esteem β = .11, p = .05, efficacy β = .26, p < .001, 
perception of risk β = .17, p = .002 and expectation from peers β = .35, p < .001 were 
significant predictors. The strongest predictor was expectation from peers which accounted 
for 11% of unique variance in intervening behavior.  
 
4.0 Discussion 
 
The findings show that young people report that they would intervene in their friends’ 
risky driving behaviours. The conceptual framework demonstrated that a combination of 
factors are associated with young adult’s decisions to intervene in unsafe driving 
situations. Self-processes and contextual cue variables within the conceptual framework 
significantly predicted 31% of the variance in intervening behavior in addition to the 3% of 
variance in intervening behavior explained by gender, driving experience and passenger 
experience. The proportion of variance explained is moderate and consistent with Wentzel 
et al. (2007) which explained 32% of the variance in willingness however there is potential 
for additional constructs to be incorporated into the framework. While the focus of the 
framework was on individual factors, situational factors such as conversations in the car or 
relationship factors such as close friend or partner may be associated with willingness to 
intervene. 
The strongest contributor of young adult passengers’ intervening behavior was 
expectations from peers. This supports the notion that peer values on safe driving have a 
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positive relationship with behavior and attitudes of young adults (Ulleberg, 2004).  Young 
adults may be motivated to conform to the behavior of their peers to gain social acceptance 
(Barry & Wentzel, 2006; Juarez et al., 2006).   
The results regarding efficacy and risk perception as predictors of young adult 
passenger intervening is consistent with findings from Ulleberg (2004), who found such 
factors to be associated with adolescent passengers’ willingness to address risky driving.  
Studies have also found perception of risk to predict behavioral intentions (Reyna and 
Farley, 2006), and may explain why young adults who perceive risk of harm as high decide 
to address unsafe driving behavior to protect themselves and their peers. Future road safety 
initiatives that empower young adult passengers to intervene in unsafe driving by 
increasing their awareness of the risks involved, may achieve success in encouraging them 
to speak out against risky driving.  
To a lesser extent, self-esteem positively predicted intervening behavior. This finding 
may be due to the study using a global self-esteem measure assessing overall psychological 
well-being.  For this reason, it may be beneficial for future research to use a specific self-
esteem measure more relevant to young adult risk behaviors (Wild et al., 2004).  
Nevertheless, participants who scored relatively high on the self-esteem measure reported a 
greater willingness to intervene and address their friends’ unsafe driving. Young adults 
with high self-esteem may serve as a protective factor against involvement in risky 
behaviors (Padilla-Walker and Bean, 2009), and may be more willing to speak up in social 
situations without fear of negative consequences (Baumeister et al., 1989).  
Perspective taking was not a significant predictor in explaining participants’ intervening 
behavior. This may be due to perspective taking being associated with greater prosocial 
moral reasoning and empathy towards others (Eisenberg et al., 2001).  High perspective 
taking may therefore influence young adult passengers’ internal judgement regarding the 
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quality of their intervention to ensure they are sensitive to the needs of their peers, rather 
than being directly associated with an attempt to intervene or not.  The conduct and 
sensitivity of intervening was not a focus of this study but may be important for future 
research. 
Gender was the only demographic variable found to be a significant predictor of 
intervening behavior, although the magnitude of the difference was small, with young adult 
females slightly more willing to address their friends’ unsafe driving. This may be due to 
the greater proportion of female participants compared to males in the study.  Even so, this 
finding is consistent with previous research of Ulleberg (2004) who found females were 
more willing to address unsafe driving, and other studies on adolescent friendships 
demonstrating females were more inclined to intervene in their friends’ risky behavior, 
such as drink driving (Flanagan et al., 2004). It may also be that the kinds of intervening 
behaviors that were assessed were those more acceptable and supported by females. Future 
qualitative research or observation studies of what males and females actually do would 
better assess any strategy differences. It is also worth noting that driving and passenger 
experience were not significant predictors, suggesting participants who reported they were 
willing to intervene were not affected by their driving experience or frequency as a 
passenger in a friend’s car.   
 
4.2   Practical Implications  
 
The findings of this study have practical implications in terms of improving road safety 
initiatives as it provides new insight into factors associated with young adult passengers’ 
intervening behavior.  In Australia, the positive and active influence of peers on young 
driver safety has been somewhat overlooked in the development and evaluation of road 
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safety initiatives.  This study provides an empirical basis and directions for further 
improvement of one of the few approaches, the advertising campaigns such as “Mates 
don’t let mates drink drive” (see Glendon and Cernecca, 2003).   
Further, research has recognised the significance of social relationships in positively 
influencing health risk behaviors among young adults (Flanagan et al., 2004; Umberson et 
al., 2010).  Flanagan et al. (2004) found consideration of both personal and social 
responsibility (i.e., greater consideration for themselves and others) and could be a 
potential positive peer intervention strategy to reduce risky behavior, such as alcohol and 
drug use. Therefore, the implementation of more novel countermeasures to complement 
existing GLS, such as enhancing young driver and passenger safety through the positive 
role of peers, offers a promising direction in influencing safer driving and reducing the 
over-involvement of young adults in crashes. Potential messages that promote safe 
passenger behaviors would thus fit within the GLS of the relevant jurisdiction and focus on 
the stronger factors in the framework, such as efficacy suggesting young people can 
intervene and they could be provided strategies relevant and able to be implemented. More 
relevant from the findings of this study however is the importance of peers' expectation 
and risk perception and developing ways in which to promote intervening should highlight 
a group norm and expectation that friends believe intervention is important, appropriate 
and reinforce that friends don’t let each other experience harm. 
 
4.3   Strengths and limitations of the study  
 
There are several limitations relating to sampling population that should be considered 
when interpreting the results.  First, the study involved a non-representative convenience 
sample of young adult undergraduate university students, which may limit generalisation 
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of the findings to other young adult populations.  Second, the sample comprised of a high 
proportion of female participants. It would be desirable to include a larger sample of young 
adult males in future studies to allow a more representative assessment of factors 
influencing young adult passengers’ intervening behavior.   
Another limitation is that the study relied on self-report data, which may have been 
subject to self-report biases where some participants overrated desirable behaviour. In 
order to optimise accuracy of responses, participants were assured anonymity and 
confidentiality. Moreover, data on young adult self-report questionnaires relating to a 
variety of driving behaviors including attitudes towards traffic safety (Iversen, 2004) and 
risk-taking attitudes (Ulleberg and Rundmo, 2002; Iversen, 2004) have been found to be 
acceptable. In addition, self-reported and/or official data on crash and offense experience 
was not assessed. However Newcomb et al (1997) found that knowing others who have 
been hurt in drink driving context was not related to intervening. 
Despite the limitations, a strength of this study was that young adults were drawn from 
a Queensland sample where GLS passenger restrictions apply during late night hours.  
Therefore, they would benefit from an additional road safety strategy to complement GLS 
by encouraging young adult passengers to positively influence young drivers against 
engaging in risky driving to enhance both young driver and passenger safety. Another 
strength is that this study provides new insights using the Wentzel (2007) prosocial model 
of psychosocial and contextual factors to explain young adult passengers’ willingness to 
intervene and speak out against risky driving, which will assist future road safety strategies 
to enhance both young driver and peer passenger safety.   
 
 
5.0   Conclusion 
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Motor vehicle crash risk is higher among young adults than any other age group.  The 
presence of young adult passengers can negatively and positively affect the crash risk. 
Little is currently known however, about the positive influence of peers. This research 
provides new insight into self-processes and contextual cues associated with the positive 
influence of young adult passengers’ intervening behavior. The use of the framework 
extends the Wenztel et al. (2007) work to show that an application of the broad framework 
can go beyond prosocial behavior to include a willingness to engage in a behavior that has 
benefits to both the individual and others and include consequences (of harm) which may 
not be imminent. In this study, self-process factors, including efficacy and self-esteem, and 
contextual cues, including expectations from peers and perception of risk, emerged as 
significant influences on young adult passengers’ intervening behavior. Although the self-
process and contextual cues used in this study may not be the only factors that influence 
young adult passengers’ intervening behavior, the conceptual model provides a foundation 
of knowledge for future research. The results of this study provide support for future 
countermeasures to take into account the positive role of peers to increase road safety, and 
reduce the incidence of crashes, among young adults.  
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Contextual cues 
Perspective taking: accept the point of view of others 
Risk perception: subjective experience of danger 
Intervening 
Speaking out or trying to stop the 
risky driving as a passenger of a 
Figure 1. Conceptual model explain intervening as a passenger  
Efficacy:  confidence in an ability to influence outcomes 
Self-esteem: personal value and self-acceptance 
Self-processes 
Perceived peer expectations: expectations of appropriate and 
inappropriate values, beliefs, and behavior 
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Table 1 
Bivariate Analyses using Pearson’s Product Moment Correlations (r). 
 
Variable 1  2  3     4    5   6   7   8   9 
1. Intervening Behaviour (M – 25.93, SD – 3.25)  -   .17*  -.03    .09  .23**  .12  .45** .37**  .27** 
2. Gender  -   .05    .09  -.10  .00  .05 .07  .12 
3. Driving Experience    -   -.17**   .08 -.02  .03 - .15* -.12 
4. Passenger Experience        -   .07  .14* -.01 .13* -.02 
5. Self-esteem (M – 19.86, SD – 4.55)        -  .20**  .21** .11  .17** 
6. Perspective Taking
(M – 21.34, SD – 3.06) 
       -  .21** .24**  .01 
7. Expectation from peers (M – 14.43, SD – 2.62)         - .24**  .11 
8. Efficacy (M – 9.85, SD – 2.62)          - .11 
9. Perception of Risk 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Note.  n = 240-242, *p < .05 **p < .01. 
 
1 
 
Table 2 
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results for Demographics, Self-processes, Contextual 
Cues and Personal Attitudes Variables and Self-Reported Intervening Behaviour. 
 
 
Variables B SE  β 
 
sr2 
 
 
R R2 
 
Adj 
R2 
R2 
Step 1         
Gender  1.29 .52    .16**   .03      
Driving Experience  -.15 .43   -.02      
Passenger Experience   .53 .50    .07      
      .18 .03* .02  
Step 2         
Self-esteem    .08 .04    .11*  .01     
Perspective Taking   -
.05 
.06   -.05      
Peer Expectations   .43 .07    .35***  0.11     
Efficacy  -.31 -.07   .26***  -.06     
Perception of Risk  1.19 .38    .17**  0.03     
      .58  .34*** .32 .31 
Note. n = 240-242. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
